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Abstract
Over the past decades, the number of single households is constantly rising in 
metropolitan regions. In addition, they became increasingly heterogeneous. In the 
media, individuals who live alone are sometimes still presented as deficient. Recent 
research, however, indicates a way more complex picture. Using the example of 
Vienna, this paper investigates the quality of life of different groups of single house-
holds in the city. Based on five waves of the Viennese Quality of Life Survey cover-
ing almost a quarter of a century (1995–2018), we analyse six domains of subjective 
well-being (satisfaction with the financial situation, the housing situation, the main 
activity, the family life, social contacts, and leisure time activities). Our analyses 
reveal that, in most domains, average satisfaction of single households has hardly 
changed over time. However, among those living alone satisfaction of senior peo-
ple (60+) increased while satisfaction of younger people (below age 30) decreased. 
Increasing differences in satisfaction with main activity, housing, or financial situa-
tion reflect general societal developments on the Viennese labour and housing mar-
kets. The old clichéd images of the “young, reckless, happy single” and the “lonely, 
poor, dissatisfied senior single” reverse reality.
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Introduction

Living alone is a growing trend in highly industrialized Western societies (DeP-
aulo, 2006; Jamieson & Simpson, 2013; Klinenberg, 2012), in particular in met-
ropolitan regions (Buzar et al., 2005; Chandler et al., 2004; Hall & Ogden, 2003). 
Induced by multiple changes in economic conditions as well as by the rise of 
individualization and post-materialist values (e.g., Hettlage, 2000; Lesthaeghe, 
2010; Van de Kaa, 1987), individuals living alone experience several non-familial 
forms of life, somewhat detached from predefined biographies and disembedded 
from traditional family ties (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 2001). Since the 1960ies, 
single-person households are on a constant rise in Europe, from 5% in pre-indus-
trial settlements, to 30–60% in contemporary European cities (Snell, 2017). Liv-
ing alone has been for long subject of varying stereotypes (Greitemeyer, 2009). 
Thereby, characterisations of singles showed tremendous ambivalence, ranging 
from the “heroic single” as role model for a self-determined life to derogatory 
prejudices like the “old maid” (Hradil, 2003). Often, singles have been viewed 
as deficient, some views proclaiming that single individuals are risky, irresponsi-
ble, promiscuous, and/ or lonely (Conley & Collins, 2002; DePaulo, 2006; Hertel 
et al., 2007). Although the perception of single people has been changing (Kislev, 
2019; Simpson, 2016), some stereotypes persist (Day, 2016; Slonim et al., 2015). 
They are still reflected in newspaper articles like ‘Single shaming: Why people 
jump to judge the un-partnered’ (Klein, 2022), ‘You don’t have to settle: the joy 
of living (and dying) alone’ (Goff, 2019) or ‘I’m 40 and chronically single. Is 
my unhappy childhood to blame?’ (Frostrup, 2018). The clichéd images of the 
“young, reckless, and happy male single” and the “lonely, poor, and dissatisfied 
old lady” may be the most extreme expressions of such stereotypes in cities. They 
do obviously not reflect realities in modern urban societies. As Adamczyk (2021: 
163) recently mentioned, the “ambivalent evaluation of singlehood” makes it 
“extremely important” to gather and present “results of empirical research”. The 
present article aims to provide the respective empirical evidence.

The rare research on single people hardly ever supported such stereotypes (e.g., 
Greitemeyer, 2009; Hradil, 2003). Nevertheless, we do surprisingly still not know 
much about single households in cities and their quality of life. Maybe, living alone 
was once mainly a living arrangement of senior women who outlived their partners. 
However, today one can find male and female single households of all ages, includ-
ing divorcees, couples living apart, or people who have never been in a relationship/ 
married. Single households comprise a very heterogeneous group of individuals 
with varying needs and expectations about their lives (Koropeckyj-Cox, 2005; Park 
et al., 2023). Nevertheless, quality of life research usually concentrates on compar-
ing household forms (e.g., Blekesaune, 2018; Chang, 2013; Shapiro & Keyes, 2008; 
Vanassche et al., 2013). Only a few studies focus on the well-being of those who live 
alone (e.g., Apostolou et al., 2019; Kislev, 2019, 2021) but hardly any do so in the 
urban context (for an exception see Riederer et al., 2021a). Consequently, there is a 
need to explore the well-being of singles in contemporary Western cities, thereby 
particularly considering the increasing diversity of adults who live alone.
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Against this background, the present paper contributes to painting a realistic and 
accurate picture about the well-being of singles in the city. Explicitly addressing 
the heterogeneity within the group of adults who live alone, we analyse develop-
ments of subjective well-being (SWB) of single households in Vienna between 1995 
and 2018. Vienna experienced a significant increase and growing diversity in single 
households during the last decades. We base our empirical results on a unique data 
set (11,015 respondents living in single households), covering well-being of Vien-
nese residents for almost a quarter of a century (1995, 2003, 2008, 2013, and 2018). 
Particularly focusing on differences by age and gender, we first present a descriptive 
overview—using various indicators such as socioeconomic status, living environ-
ment, or health status—to characterise selected groups of single-households. Sec-
ond, we analyse how several domains of SWB have changed among those who live 
alone over time. Finally, we explain differences between varying groups of singles 
by their differing characteristics. To our knowledge, there is currently no other study 
analysing the well-being of different groups of single households (with respect to 
gender and age) in a multidimensional way.1

Subjective Well‑Being of Those Living Alone: Prior and Present 
Research

In the literature various definitions and concepts are used to describe single peo-
ple, either referring (to a combination of or exclusively to) their living arrange-
ment, their formal civil status, their romantic/ intimate attachment or relation-
ship status (Adamczyk, 2021; Stein, 1976). In modern societies, singlehood is 
characterised by great heterogeneity (Koropeckyj-Cox, 2005; Park et al., 2023), 
each definition entailing specific pros and cons. Since there does not exist a 
unique established concept of singles, the definition should be strongly related 
to the central goal of the research question. Our specific interest concerns social 
change. The analysis of developments over almost a quarter of a century requires 
that measures are available at several points in time. Thus, in the present paper, 
we focus on single households in our empirical analyses (i.e. those living alone). 
Nevertheless, our literature review does not exclude studies employing other 
conceptualizations.

Previously, research on SWB of singles has strongly been influenced by the 
presumption that happiness is related to a romantic/ intimate partnership in the 
same household and therefore mostly examined singles whilst comparing them to 
coupled people (e.g., Dush & Amato, 2005; Stack & Eshleman, 1998; Ta et  al., 
2017; Vanassche et al., 2013). This is not surprising, since in human history the 
most acceptable form in which the course of human life took place was via par-
ticipation in communities, of which the family was the most important group 
of social participation (Adamczyk, 2021). It has been argued that people living 

1   However, Ta et  al. (2017) compared perceived stress in married and single individuals across sev-
eral life domains and Riederer et al. (2021a) showed differences in domain satisfaction across household 
types (including one-person households).
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with a long-term partner are happier than those who do not (DePaulo & Morris, 
2005; Diener et al., 2000), because relationships offer emotional support, facilitate 
coping with life stress, foster self-esteem (Overall et al., 2010), amplify positive 
accomplishments (Gable et  al., 2004), offer embeddedness in networks of sup-
portive and helpful others or even provide economic advantages through shared 
expenses in the same household (Ross et al., 1990; Waite, 1995). In line with this 
argument, some studies found that living alone is associated with lower life sat-
isfaction, feelings of loneliness, or poorer psychological health (Dahlberg et  al., 
2022; Dush & Amato, 2005; Grundström et  al., 2021; Helliwell, 2003; McCabe 
et al., 1996; Shapiro & Keyes, 2008).2 However, stimulated by early criticism of 
psychologists (Boon, 2016; Clark & Graham, 2005; DePaulo & Morris, 2005; 
Shapiro & Keyes, 2008), scholars nowadays increasingly argue that these expla-
nations of the “happiness gap” of singles suffer from oversimplification (Kislev, 
2020; Oh et al., 2021). Single individuals are capable of investing in relationships 
outside the household (e.g., with siblings, parents or friends) from which they can 
derive happiness (Fisher et  al., 2021; Park et  al., 2021) or seize the opportunity 
for pursuing individual interests and career aspirations (DePaulo, 2006; Klinen-
berg, 2012). In addition, Girme et al. (2016: 126) showed that being single does 
not have to undermine happiness for individuals who strive to sustain close rela-
tionships by trying to avoid conflict and prevent negative relationship outcomes. 
Furthermore, findings of Apostolou et  al. (2019) or Kislev (2021) suggest that 
SBW may only be impaired if individuals are involuntarily living alone (which 
is especially found among men). According to Kislev (2019), single people are 
even able to gain more happiness from a positive self-perception, socializing and 
occupational activities than married people. Other results indicate that socioeco-
nomic characteristics of singles may be responsible for the “happiness gap”. For 
instance, Forward et al. (2021) most recently show that older women living alone 
do not share significant elevated risks for deprived wellbeing in the UK after con-
trolling for demographic and socioeconomic factors. Singles are a heterogeneous 
group and their SWB is multidimensional (Hradil, 2003; Kislev, 2021; Klinen-
berg, 2012; Ta et  al., 2017). During the last decades, the composition of single 
households in Europe has changed especially with regard to gender and age.

Studies not focusing on singles proved that gender and age are both important 
determinants of SWB (Inglehart, 2002; Magee, 2015; Meisenberg & Woodley, 
2015). Due to unequal access to resources and hierarchical societal positions, it is 
usually argued that women are not only less likely to meet their needs than men but 
do also feel less enabled to do so (e.g., Batz & Tay, 2018). In addition, women are 
more likely to exhibit depressive symptoms than men (Girgus et al., 2017; Kuehner, 
2017). Therefore, women’s SWB should be lower than men’s SWB. However, the 
empirical evidence is contradictory. Some studies find lower levels of SWB among 
women (e.g., Gonzalez-Carrasco et al., 2017) and others among men (e.g., Graham 
& Chattopadhyay, 2013). The literature regarding age differences is inconclusive 
as well. It is commonly argued that SWB should decrease with age because one’s 

2   Additionally, it is not always entirely clear whether people are happier as a result of marriage or hap-
pier people are choosing to get married (e.g., Carr & Springer, 2010).
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individual health diminishes substantially, including not only physical but also men-
tal capabilities and social participation (Walker, 2005). Research on well-being in 
old age, however, points also to the ability of senior people to adapt to their cir-
cumstances (Lopez Ulloa et al., 2013). Charles and Carstensen (2009) even argue 
that individuals experience more life satisfaction with increasing age because, with 
shrinking future time horizons, they spend more time in activities that contribute to 
their current well-being. By contrast, younger people may often face a larger goal-
achievement gap due to high hopes and expectations (Argyle, 2001). Although the 
risk of social isolation increases with age, loneliness affects life negatively at all 
ages and is not restricted to the elderly at all (Hämmig, 2019; Luhmann & Hawk-
ley, 2016). Luhmann and Hawkley (2016) even report elevated loneliness levels 
among young adults. Overall, studies focusing on psychological outcomes and liv-
ing alone also point towards a complex picture. Social and economic contexts and 
resources matter (Adamczyk, 2021; Luhmann & Hawkley, 2016; Ta et  al., 2017). 
Several authors thus even emphasize the importance of drawing distinctions within 
the group of older adults living alone (Baumbusch, 2004; Djundeva et al., 2018) and 
of observing the psychological well-being of single individuals across several life 
domains (Ta et al., 2017).

This summary of prior research underlines that there is a specific “need for more 
in-depth research […] of life satisfaction among diverse groups of single adults” 
(Stahnke & Cooley, 2020:1). We thus analyse the SWB of single women and men 
of different ages (below 30, age 30–59, and age 60 and above). Acknowledging 
the multidimensionality of SWB—which is emphasized in many major contribu-
tions of quality of life research (e.g., Allardt, 1976; Campbell et al., 1976; Diener, 
2009; Veenhoven, 2000), we analyse the subjective satisfaction with six different 
life domains: the financial situation, the housing situation, the main activity, the 
family life, social contacts, and leisure time activities. Proceeding from the assump-
tions that SWB is dependent on an individual’s needs and the material, personal, and 
social resources allowing to fulfil them, and that people differ with respect to both 
needs and resources, we reason that groups of singles will differ in various domains 
of their SWB. In particular, we assume that their resources will affect the degree to 
which they are able to bear the costs and to enjoy the benefits of living alone (Mat-
suura & Ma, 2021).

The city of Vienna is a great example to analyse the urban phenomenon of sin-
gle households: First, Vienna experienced an increase in single households during 
the last decades, in particular among the working age population. Today, there are 
more than 400,000 single households in Vienna, corresponding to 44% of all private 
households and 22% of all residents (Statistics Austria, 2021d). Second, the share of 
singles is comparatively large even with respect to other European cities (e.g., 21% 
in Brussels, 19% in Stockholm, 18% in Rome, 17% in Paris)3 (Eurostat 2019). Third, 
processes of demographic rejuvenation and ageing are also important developments 
in Vienna (MA23, 2014). The Viennese population is growing due to both national 
and international immigration (37% foreign-born in 2020; Statistics Austria, 2021a), 

3   Data in text refers to 2015 to 2017. Outliers are Madrid (12%) or Berlin (31% in 2012). Figures refer 
to the population that lives in private households. Institutional households are excluded.
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changing and challenging the city in particular with regard to housing, labour mar-
ket, and social inequality issues (cf. Kazepov & Verwiebe, 2021). These processes 
also affect life circumstances of (young) singles.

In Vienna, living alone was once largely characterized by senior female widows 
who lost their partners. In 1971, 53% of all single households were women aged 
60+ (Fig.  1). Until 2020, this figure decreased to 26%. Within this time period, 
the share of younger age groups and men increased. For instance, the share of men 
between 30 and 59 increased from 9 to 27% (Fig.  1). Living alone became more 
widespread among most observed groups (Appendix Fig. A1), resulting in a peak 
of heterogeneous single life in the city of Vienna. In the next section, we discuss 
potential effects of social change in the context of Viennese trends on several dis-
tinct domains of SWB, considering differences in resources among people who live 
alone. Thereby, we focus on developments in Vienna during the last decades as they 
provide the background for changes in SWB. As not only the composition of single 
households has changed over time, but also their life circumstances, we have to con-
sider multiple developments that had consequences for SWB in Vienna in general, 
and single households in particular. Taking the heterogeneity of single households 
into account, we develop assumptions about age and gender differences in SWB 
among single households.

Single Households’ SWB in Vienna: Developments and Differences 
by Age and Gender?

A number of significant changes occurred on the labour market, influencing the 
individual (satisfaction with the) financial situation as well as the employment sta-
tus. The trend towards more flexibilization (Fritsch & Verwiebe, 2018; Verwiebe & 
Fritsch, 2011; Verwiebe et al., 2019) was driven by rising economic competition due 
to processes of globalization and the optimization of value-added chains, the growth 
of the service sector, but also by government-initiated programmes aimed at reduc-
ing mass unemployment after the financial crises in 2008/09 (Hermann & Flecker, 

Fig. 1   Share of age groups within single households.  Note: Single households are one-person house-
holds. Source: Statistics Austria (2021d), Population Census or Microcensus Labour Force Survey / 
Housing Survey (own calculations)
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2012). Despite these government programmes, there were increases in the unem-
ployment rate and receipt of means-tested guaranteed minimum income in Vienna 
until 2017 (Riederer et al., 2021b; Statistics Austria, 2021c). Although lagged com-
pared to other European countries, we also observe growing numbers of precarious 
atypical employment relationships in Austria, especially in Vienna (Fritsch et  al., 
2020; Teitzer et  al., 2014; Verwiebe et  al., 2013). Risks of working in temporary 
employment, part-time, and poorly paid jobs are significantly pronounced among 
younger employees and/or women (Fritsch et  al., 2019; Riederer et  al., 2021b). 
Although younger people ‒ and especially young women ‒ are, on average, much 
better educated than former generations, they are increasingly at risk of being on 
the margins of the labour market or facing unemployment (Fritsch, 2014). In addi-
tion, female disadvantages on the labour market (Fritsch, 2018; Riederer & Berg-
hammer, 2020) have also negative medium and long term consequences, resulting in 
pronounced poverty risks—especially of divorced women (in advanced age).

Further, Vienna’s population growth and the recent rise in single households have 
also created new pressures in terms of affordable housing—especially for younger 
singles in unemployment, education, or precarious low-paid jobs (Arbeiterkammer 
Wien, 2014; Bennett & Dixon, 2006). Thus, young singles may face additional dis-
advantages in terms of affordable housing because social housing programs (“Sozi-
aler Wohnbau”) tend to favour individuals fully integrated into the labour market 
with steady incomes (Reinprecht, 2017). In contrast, many senior residents enjoy 
nice living environments, benefitting from long-standing housing arrangements 
in attractive neighbourhoods, pre-existing cheaper rent contracts, or higher finan-
cial assets to afford high-quality housing (Litschauer & Friesenecker, 2021). For 
instance, the share of senior people is higher in the Western areas of Vienna that 
are largely characterised by higher quality of life (Troger & Gielge, 2016). In addi-
tion, living arrangements of senior residents received considerable policy attention 
in Vienna in the past years as a decline in available family support needs to be coun-
teracted by subsidies (Wohnservice Wien, 2019).

Social contacts to family, colleagues, and friends are highly important for sin-
gle people’s well-being (Djundeva et al., 2018; Kislev, 2019). Social life and leisure 
activities of seniors can be impaired after retirement or the death of close family 
members and friends. In particular, the loss of the partner can lead to severe feel-
ings of loneliness (Dahlberg et al., 2022). However, staying socially attached may 
be easier for some and harder for others, depending on physical mobility and health, 
financial means and employment status, and other material and social resources. In 
addition, social life is different nowadays than twenty years ago, when smartphones 
or applications like Facebook, Instagram, or Tinder did not exist. Meanwhile, social 
media and new forms of networking reshaped our personal lifestyle, social relation-
ships, and leisure activities (Leung & Lee, 2005). The literature on the ‘grey digi-
tal divide’ (e.g., Millward, 2003) noted that seniors sometimes find it difficult to 
keep up with the new technologies, which can enhance loneliness and social isola-
tion (Roblek, 2019). But many seniors are able to maintain their social connections 
with peers or compensate lost social contacts by sharing (more) quality time with 
selected people, often including children and grandchildren (e.g., Djundeva et  al., 
2018; Forward et al., 2021; Hogan et al., 2016). The city of Vienna also increasingly 
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supports activities enabling senior citizens to benefit from new possibilities, includ-
ing programmes to facilitate communication and to organize group activities among 
them (cf. www.​digit​alcity.​wien). For younger individuals, participating in the online 
world may be more natural. But social media consumption also involves certain 
risks: it is often time consuming as well as less favouring to close relationships and 
strong ties (Leung & Lee, 2005), it produces high opportunity costs (due to missed 
other leisure activities) and may lead to high levels of stress and frustration (due to 
the “fear of missing out” (Blachino & Przepiorka, 2018) or feelings of “negative 
comparisons” (Frison & Eggermont, 2016)). Therefore, conclusions about age dif-
ferences of single people in satisfaction with one’s social life are not straightforward.

Similarly, assumptions about gender differentials are hardly possible: Women 
may be better socializers than men or exchange more often with children and grand-
children (Hank & Buber, 2009). However, women may also suffer more from soci-
etal pressures regarding their status of living alone. Although living alone is wide-
spread among young people nowadays, stereotypes that single women are less caring 
and have lower interpersonal skills still persist (Day, 2016; Greitemeyer, 2009; 
Hertel et al., 2007; Kislev, 2019; Slonim et al., 2015). Gender differences may also 
result from separation and divorce. In Vienna, the divorce rate amounted already to 
approximately 50% in the second half of the 1990ies and increased to 66% in 2006, 
before steadily declining to 44% in 2019 (Statistics Austria, 2021b). As already dis-
cussed above, divorce may lead to poverty among women. Male disadvantages after 
divorce, usually referring to declining social integration and feelings of loneliness, 
are often temporary (Leopold, 2018).

Based on these recent developments (in Vienna), several assumptions about age 
and gender differentials in SWB among single households are plausible: Younger 
singles could be disadvantaged in their financial situation and main activity. This 
age gap is likely to have grown in the last decades. Moreover, women are gener-
ally disadvantaged on both the labour market (e.g., lower income, income losses 
after divorce) and the housing market. In addition, the weaker economic position 
of younger people (compared to seniors) as well as women (compared to men) may 
also restrict their opportunities regarding leisure activities and, thereby, impair their 
socializing. Altogether, it seems straightforward to hypothesize that young singles 
and female singles lost in terms of material well-being (e.g., financial situation, 
housing) compared to senior singles and male singles, respectively. In stark contrast, 
however, age and gender differences in satisfaction with domains of social life (e.g., 
family, leisure) are hardly predictable.

Data and Methods

Our analysis is based on a unique data set, which resulted from research collabora-
tions of the University of Vienna and the City of Vienna. Between 1995 and 2018, 
data on living arrangements, living conditions, family issues, personal relationships, 
labour market behaviour, quality of life, health, or happiness have been collected 
in five cross-sectional surveys (each covering between 8,066 and 8,704 respond-
ents). Methods of data collection comprised face-to-face interviews (1995–2008), 

http://www.digitalcity.wien
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computer assisted telephone interviews (random digit dialling, 2003–2018), and 
computer assisted web interviews (2018). The data is representative for the popula-
tion of Vienna (age 15 years and above). The subsample for our analyses comprises 
11,015 respondents living in single households (between 1,785 and 2,535 respond-
ents each wave). Weights adjust for the variation in the selection probabilities of 
households and districts (design weights), for age, gender, education, district, and 
type of housing (post-stratification weights) and, in 2018, for mode effects.

Measures of SWB comprise the satisfaction with housing (apartment or house), 
the satisfaction with the households’ financial situation, and the satisfaction with 
the respondents’ main activity (professional work, education or training, household 
labour etc.), the satisfaction with the family situation, the satisfaction with social 
contacts (friends, acquaintances etc.), and the satisfaction with time for leisure 
activities (e.g., cultural activities, sport activities, meeting friends).4 Respondents 
could assess their satisfaction in different domains on 5-point rating scales, ranging 
from 1 (very satisfied) to 5 (not satisfied at all). In the Results section, we present 
the share of respondents who are very satisfied or satisfied (values 1 and 2).

Some analyses for 2003 and/or 2018 include indicators for private life, health, 
socioeconomic characteristics, living environment, employment status, and per-
sonality/lifestyle. For 2018, measures are the following: Private life is assessed by 
three variables that refer to partnership status: (a) partner (romantic relationship: no/
yes), (b) married (no/yes), (c) divorced or widowed (no/yes). Indicators for health 
comprise questions covering the degree of physical impairments (no/yes; if yes: 
severe limitations, some limitations, no limitations in daily life) and psychologi-
cal well-being (pessimism regarding the own future).5 Socioeconomic characteris-
tics refer to tertiary education (no/yes), citizenship (Austrian or other), and house-
hold income (max. € 910 per month or more). The living environment is covered 
by city area (eight categories)6 and living space (max. 55 square meters or more). 
Employment status distinguishes between respondents who are in education or train-
ing, employed, unemployed, retired, or other (non-employed or unknown). Analy-
ses including 2003 cannot build upon such detailed information. Measures indi-
cating city area or personality/lifestyle had to be omitted. Other aspects have been 
assessed slightly different: Regarding private life, we can only assess being married, 
divorced, or widowed. For health, we employ an indicator of subjective health, com-
paring those who reported “very good health” (value 1 on a five-point rating scale) 

4   In additional analyses in the Appendix, we also consider the satisfaction with the individual life situa-
tion as a whole.
5   Respondents have been asked if they expect their life situation in general to change within the next ten 
years, and whether it will significantly improve, somewhat improve, stay more or less the same, some-
what deteriorate, or significantly deteriorate. The latter two options were classified as a pessimistic out-
look on life. This is based on a self-rated health measurement (see Präg et al., 2022).
6   The variable city area distinguishes geographic regions. The inner regions of the city are surrounded 
by the u-shaped “belt” (Gürtel), a multilane road characterised by large traffic flows, in the North, the 
East, and the South. Many areas around the belt show above average shares of low-quality housing and 
lack green space. In general, peripheral residential areas in the North-West of the city are perceived to 
be of higher quality than areas in the South with its traditional working-class districts (see Troger and 
Gielge (2016) or Kazepov and Verwiebe (2021)).
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to others. Migrant background is assumed if the respondent or at least one of its 
parents has been born abroad. For income, we distinguish between those belonging 
to the lowest quartile of equivalised household income and others to allow for mean-
ingful comparisons over time.

Our analytical strategy comprises several steps: First, we will give a short 
description of the characteristics of single households in Vienna. Second, we 
describe the development of SWB of persons living in single households over time. 
Third, we analyse differences in SWB between the young and the senior group of 
single households in Vienna. Therefore, we conduct stepwise regression analyses 
to draw conclusions about the importance of differences in life circumstances—i.e. 
private life, health, socioeconomic characteristics, living environment, employment 
status, and personality/lifestyle (cf. Table 1)—for differences in domain satisfactions 
between the distinguished groups of single households. Based on binomial logistic 
regressions, we estimate average marginal effects because these are the most likely 
to be comparable across different models (Mood, 2010) and use the KHB method 
(Karlson et al., 2012) to examine whether differences in life circumstances account 
for the observed differences in satisfaction between single-household types. Next, 
the same methods are applied to analyse differences in SWB between survey waves 
(i.e. changes over time). In this case, life circumstances are restricted to the charac-
teristics shown in Table 2. Finally, complementary analyses link domain satisfaction 
with overall assessments of life satisfaction (see Appendix, part II).

Results

Changes in Characteristics of Single Households

To begin with, we want to examine who makes up the group of singles in Vienna. 
Thus, Table 1 characterises those living alone in 2018. Findings confirm the great 
heterogeneity of single households’ life circumstances (e.g., Esteve et al., 2020; Kor-
opeckyj-Cox, 2005; Piekut, 2020). For instance, within the subgroup of senior men 
(aged 60+) we observe small shares of people receiving low incomes and living in 
undersized flats (36% compared to 66% in the age group < 30 years), making it also 
more likely that they show great satisfaction with their housing or financial situa-
tion. In contrast, the majority of singles below the age of thirty lives in flats smaller 
than 55 square meters (young female singles 73%; young male singles 66%), one in 
five singles below 30 years is still in education, and unemployment is also slightly 
higher in this age group than in others. Non-Austrian citizenship is far more preva-
lent among young men who live in single households (young female singles 10%; 
young male singles 18%). This holds both for the advantaged group of EU migrants 
as well as the usually disadvantaged group of third country citizens (Riederer et al., 
2021a; Riederer et al., 2019). Geographically, single households are spread across 
all city areas. Nevertheless, young single women are overrepresented at the afford-
able “Western belt” (10% at the Western belt, northern part and 17% at the West-
ern belt, southern part) and young single men in the traditionally working-class 



2075

1 3

Living Alone in the City: Differentials in Subjective Well‑Being…

Table 1   Characteristics of different types of single households in 2018

N = 2,353 (n varies between 168 and 623). Tests on differences between the respective types of single 
households: ap ≤ .001, bp ≤ .01, cp ≤ .05
Viennese Quality of Life Survey (2018); own weighted calculations

female male Total

< 30 30–59 60+ < 30 30–59 60+ Population

Private life
 Divorced or widowed (%)a 1 34 83 6 23 73 19
 Partner (%)a 40 33 10 35 32 31 68
 Never married (%)a 97 63 14 89 74 22 38

Health
 No impairment (%)a 83 70 53 72 67 53 69
 Severe impairment (%)a < 1 6 13 9 7 9 6
 Pessimistic for life next 10 years (%)a 5 14 35 10 14 30 16

Socioeconomic Characteristics
 University degree (%)a 30 33 18 19 23 16 24
 Non-Austrian citizenship (%)a 10 9 4 18 8 2 10
  EU/EFTA citizenship (%)c 5 7 3 9 6 1 6
  Other countries (%)c 5 2 1 9 2 1 4
 Income max. € 910 (%)a 23 14 8 31 13 6 22

Living Environment
 City area (%)a

  City center (%) 25 21 23 20 20 23 20
  Western belt, northern part (%) 10 4 4 5 5 4 4
  Western belt, southern part (%) 17 17 9 13 18 14 13
  Southern belt (%) 6 8 9 10 7 10 9
  South-East (%) 18 17 15 32 22 15 19
  South-West (%) 13 13 17 6 11 13 14
  North-West (%) 6 5 7 9 5 6 6
  North-East (%) 5 15 17 6 13 14 15

Living space:
 max. 55 m² (%)a 73 46 22 66 49 36 19

Employment status
 In education or training (%)a 18 1 0 20 1 0 9
 In employment (%)a 68 71 5 53 76 13 54
 Unemployed (%)a 11 12 < 1 11 12 2 6
 Retirement (%)a 0 9 94 < 1 5 84 24

Personality/lifestyle
 Important to try many different 

things (%)a
38 28 25 39 30 27 30

 Wanting fun, variety, entertain-
ment (%)a

35 24 21 43 24 24 26

 I am disciplined and conscientious (%)a 38 41 63 34 34 46 44
 Modesty is important (%)a 23 26 47 34 24 39 32
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South-East (32% in 2018) whereas both young single women and men are underrep-
resented in the green and family-friendly/suburban North-East of Vienna.

Table 1 also indicates that senior singles are confronted with some specific dis-
advantages (e.g., Piekut, 2020; Walker, 2005). Regarding health, for instance, senior 
age groups are more often severely impaired than younger ones (senior female sin-
gles 13%, senior male singles 9%). In addition, almost 80% of singles at age sixty 
or above have experienced the loss of a partner, either due to divorce or death. In 
particular, almost half of the women of this group are widows. Nevertheless, put 
differently, only 14% of the senior women have never been married whereas 97% 
of the singles below thirty have never been. Personality and lifestyle attitudes also 
vary among single households in 2018: For the young (in particular men), trying out 
new things and having fun is more important whereas the senior group (in particular 
women) emphasize modesty and conscientiousness.

In addition, we find a number of interesting developments over time (Table 2): 
First, the senior group of singles are less often widowed but more often divorced in 
2018 than in 2003. Second, subjective health ratings interestingly suggest that the 
health of the young singles may have deteriorated (e.g., 53% with very good health 
among young female singles in 2003 and 29% in 2018). Third, more of those who 
live alone have a migrant background nowadays than in the past; in particular among 
the young singles (difference of 12–13 ppt between 2003 and 2018). Fourth, despite 
their higher educational level, larger shares of the young are unemployed and live in 

Table 2   Characteristics of different types of young and senior single households in 2003 and 2018

N = 2,563 (n varies between 123 and 623). Tests on differences between 2003 and 2018 for the respective 
type of single household: ap ≤ .001, bp ≤ .01, cp ≤ .05, dp ≤ .10; tp ≤ .05 but not all requirements for test 
fulfilled
Viennese Quality of Life Survey (2003 and 2018); own weighted calculations

female male

2003 2018 2003 2018

< 30 60+ < 30 60+ < 30 60+ < 30 60+

Private life
 Divorced (%) 2 20 1 35a 3 33 3 42c

 Widowed (%) 1 64 < 1 48a 0 36 3t 31c

Health
 Very good health (%) 53 15 29a 17c 47 18 34b 15

Socioeconomic Characteristics
 University degree (%) 21 7 30b 18a 16 10 18 16a

 Migrant background (%) 22 20 34b 20 30 19 43c 25d

 Lowest 25% income (%) 42 40 49 29a 29 23 50b 16c

Living Environment
 max. 55 m² living space (%) 60 34 73c 22a 53 36 66b 36

Employment status
 In employment (%) 65 4 68 5c 77 8 53a 13b

 Unemployed (%) 2 < 1 11t < 1 3 < 1 11b 2
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small apartments than fifteen years ago. Overall, it seems that young single house-
holds have become more disadvantaged over time whereas the situation of seniors 
who live alone has hardly changed or even improved. For instance, senior single-
women are more often tertiary educated, belong less often to the low-income group, 
and live less often in small apartments than in the past.

SWB of Different Groups of Single Households Over Time

Next, we examine changes in average SWB across several life domains over time 
and compare them across subgroups of single households to disentangle the layered 
nature of SWB and explore the likely diverging developments between different 
types of single households. Overall, we find pronounced age differentials: Among 
those living alone, (a) senior people (60+) are most satisfied with their housing; (b) 
younger people (< 30 years) are least satisfied with their financial situation; (c) men 
between 30 and 59 years are least satisfied with their family situation; and (d) both 
younger and senior people are more satisfied with their leisure time (see Table 3). 
These findings are very consistent over time (1995–2018 or 2003–2018). However, 
we can also observe relevant changes: Most interesting, both younger and senior 
singles were highly satisfied with their main activity in 2003 (averaging around 
80–85%). In recent years, we do not find these high levels of satisfaction with regard 
to their main activity among the younger age groups anymore (only 66% of young 
female and 62% of young male singles highly satisfied) as conditions on the Vien-
nese labour market have become more difficult (Fritsch et al., 2020; Riederer et al., 
2021b). In addition, young women and men living alone have shown the highest 
levels of satisfaction with their family situation, social contacts, and leisure time in 
the past. Nowadays, senior singles are more satisfied with their social life than sin-
gles below age 30.7 Given the improved health, mobility, and financial resources 
of Viennese seniors nowadays (Verwiebe et al., 2020), this group may be more and 
more able to uphold social participation and enjoy the advantages of living alone 
(Baeriswyl & Oris, 2021; Levine & Crimmins, 2018; Sanderson & Scherbov, 2015).

In Table  4, we show age differentials in SWB, alternately including varying 
explanatory variables reflecting differences in social and material resources that 
could be crucial for one or more dimensions of SWB (Gonzalez-Carrasco et  al., 
2017; Lopez Ulloa et al., 2013; Luhmann & Hawkley, 2016). In particular, we are 
interested whether aspects like having a partner, health, income, living environment, 
employment status, or lifestyle are responsible for age differences in SWB (covari-
ates have been shown in Table 1). Results demonstrate that differences in social and 
material resources matter for age differentials in almost all observed dimensions of 
SWB: First, estimations indicate that higher satisfaction with the housing situation 
among the senior singles in 2018 can be partly explained by advantages in socioeco-
nomic characteristics and the living environment (cf. M1 and M6-M8 in Table 4). 

7   Although most trends are also found in the total population and the “non-single population” (i.e. those 
living in households with at least two residents), they are more pronounced among single households 
(see Table A1).
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Table 3   Subjective well-being among single households 1995–2018 (% very satisfied or satisfied)

N = 11,015 (n varies between 89 and 811). Tests on differences between the earliest available survey year 
(i.e. 1995 or 2003) and the respective later survey year: ***p ≤ .001, **p ≤ .01, *p ≤ .05, (*)p ≤ .10. Tests 
on differences between the respective types of single households: ap ≤ .001, bp ≤ .01, cp ≤ .05, dp ≤ .10
Viennese Quality of Life Surveys (1995–2018); own weighted calculations

Single households

Gender: female male total

Age (years): < 30 30–59 60+ < 30 30–59 60+

Satisfaction with… % % % % % % %

Housing
 1995 (ref.)a 73 73 84 67 70 91 78
 2003a 82 80* 83 75 75 87 80
 2008b 74 79* 83 72 74 81* 79
 2013a 81 76 85 71 82*** 82* 81*
 2018a 66 74 85 70 74 87 78

Finances
 2003 (ref.)b 59 60 64 59 58 72 62
 2008a 57 60 65 71* 64(*) 81* 65*
 2013a 51 61 67 61 64* 75 65*
 2018a 44* 56 69* 45* 54 78(*) 60

Main activity
 2003 (ref.)d 84 80 80 84 78 86 80
 2008a 79 77 84* 83 75 90 80
 2013a 69* 78 84* 84 77 85 80
 2018a 66*** 67*** 84* 62*** 72* 86 74*

Family
 1995 (ref.)a 86 72 78 71 62 62 73
 2003a 81 80** 80 77 65 73* 75
 2008a 80 79* 83* 76 64 79*** 76*
 2013a 86 75 84** 80* 72** 77*** 78***
 2018a 65*** 71 84** 70 64 80*** 73

Social contacts
 1995 (ref.)a 96 90 82 94 93 77 87
 2003a 94 90 85(*) 90 83*** 84(*) 86
 2008 86* 85 85 88(*) 80*** 80 84**
 2013c 86* 89 89*** 88(*) 84*** 82 87
 2018a 73*** 79*** 84 78*** 73*** 86* 79***

Leisure time
 1995 (ref.)a 84 78 71 89 79 77 77
 2003c 80 78 76* 76** 73(*) 82 76
 2008c 83 76 75(*) 83 74 81 77
 2013 74(*) 79 80*** 83 76 80 78
 2018a 59*** 67*** 88*** 67*** 67*** 89*** 75
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If the observed social and material resources would be the same across age groups, 
the difference in housing satisfaction would drop from 19 to 10  ppt (cf. M1 and 
M9). Second, findings regarding satisfaction with the financial situation show even 
a reduction from 27 to 15 ppt if resources are considered. Third, although weaker 
in size, comparable results are found in domain satisfactions referring to the main 
activity and social contacts. This means that education, income, living space, and 
the living environment (i.e. city area) are not only relevant predictors for SWB but 
explain differences in these four domain satisfactions between age groups (albeit 
to a varying degree). Fourth, these predictors also contribute to age differentials in 
satisfaction with family life (cf. M1 and M8). However, aspects of private life and 
health counteract them, leading to larger predicted differences between age groups 
(see M2-M3 and M9-M11). This indicates that, if seniors would have the same 
health and family constellation than the younger persons, they would be more satis-
fied and, correspondingly, their advantage in SWB would be even larger. Although 
most relevant regarding satisfaction with family life, this is partly also observable 
for the other dimensions (M2-M3), in particular for social contacts, main activity, 
and financial situation. This may demonstrate the ability of senior people to adapt to 
their circumstances (Charles & Carstensen, 2009; Lopez Ulloa et al., 2013) or indi-
cate disappointment of younger persons not achieving their aims in times of social 
media (Argyle, 2001; Blachino & Przepiorka, 2018; Frison & Eggermont, 2016). 

Table 4   Age differentials in SWB 2018 in logistic regression analyses with varying covariates (AMEs)

N = 1,119. For stepwise included variables, see Table 1. Tests on differences between age groups: ***p 
≤ .001, **p ≤ .01, *p ≤ .05, (*) p ≤ .10. KHB-tests on differences in coefficients compared to Model 
M1: ap ≤ .001, bp ≤ .01, cp ≤ .05, dp ≤ .10
Viennese Quality of Life Survey 2018; own unweighted calculations

Age: 60 + vs. < 30 years Satisfaction with

in various models Housing Finances Main activity Family Social contacts Leisure time

M1: bivariate 0.19*** 0.27*** 0.21*** 0.15*** 0.11*** 0.28***
M2: Private life 0.19*** 0.32***c 0.24*** 0.20*** b 0.13*** 0.26***
M3: Health 0.22***a 0.33***a 0.27*** a 0.20*** a 0.15*** a 0.31*** a

M4: Employment status 0.16*** 0.22*** 0.19*** 0.15*** 0.11** 0.12** a

M5: Personality and 
lifestyle

0.18*** 0.26*** 0.21*** 0.15*** 0.12*** 0.30*** d

M6: Socioeconomic 
characteristics

0.17***c 0.22***a 0.17*** a 0.13*** b 0.08** b 0.27***

M7: Living environment 0.12***c 0.21***a 0.19*** c 0.12*** b 0.08** b 0.27***
M8: Socioeconomics
+ living environment

0.11***a 0.17***a 0.16*** a 0.11*** a 0.07* a 0.26***

M9: all covariates 0.10*c 0.15**b 0.15*** 0.17*** 0.10* 0.13** a

M10: all covari-
ates + gender

0.10*c 0.14**b 0.15*** 0.18*** 0.11** 0.13** a

M11: all covari-
ates + gender + method

0.08(*) b 0.13**b 0.14** d 0.17*** 0.09* 0.12**a
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Fifth, employment status is most relevant for age differentials in satisfaction with 
leisure time because retired individuals are most satisfied with their leisure time. 
Sixth, personality and lifestyle attitudes hardly contribute to age differentials in 
SWB. They have only a minor effect on age differentials in satisfaction with leisure 
time (see M5). Finally, controlling for gender and survey method (M10-M11) does 
not alter our conclusions.8

Focusing on changes over time, the lower satisfaction among young singles in 
2018 than in 2003 is partly explained by changing life circumstances (Appendix 
Table A2). The singles below age 30 feel less healthy nowadays and this is associ-
ated with lower satisfaction in all observed six life domains. Higher unemployment 
in 2018 impaired the satisfaction with main activity and finances. Changes in soci-
oeconomic status and living arrangements (i.e. higher shares of young singles with 
low income and small apartments) contributed to the decrease in satisfaction with 
social contacts. Overall, our findings emphasize the relevance of socioeconomic 
characteristics for single households’ SWB. However, neither the age differential in 
2018 (Table 4) nor the decrease in SWB among young singles between 2003 and 
2018 (Table A2) could be fully explained by considered life circumstances. In par-
ticular, age differentials in satisfaction with social life and decreasing satisfaction 
with leisure time among young persons living alone remain largely unexplained by 
our models. We can only speculate, but emerging social media may provide many 
challenges for young people (Blachino & Przepiorka, 2018; Frison & Eggermont, 
2016).

Finally, we conducted a series of supplementary analyses demonstrating that 
changes in domain satisfactions also affected life satisfaction of single households 
(cf. Appendix, Part II). In general, trends in life satisfaction among subgroups of sin-
gle households are in line with described changes in domain satisfactions. In par-
ticular, life satisfaction decreased among singles at younger ages. Decomposition 
analyses suggest that decreases in all six domain satisfactions contributed to decreas-
ing life satisfaction among young women. Satisfaction with social contacts mattered 
most, followed by satisfaction with leisure time, family life, and (after 2008) finances. 
Most domain satisfactions had also an effect on the decreasing life satisfaction among 
young men (after 2013). But for young men, satisfaction with the main activity 
mattered most, followed by satisfaction with finances, family, and social contacts. 
According to additional decomposition models, the significant age differential in 
life satisfaction in 2018 is mainly explained by higher satisfaction with housing and 
finances among the 60 + age group. These findings both complement and confirm our 
prior findings: We observe a decrease in SWB of singles below age 30. In particular, 

8   Due to low case numbers, we did not differentiate single households by gender. Instead, we controlled 
for gender in model M10. In analyses with gender as sole control variable, gender had no significant 
effect on age differences in most domain satisfactions. Only regarding satisfaction with family life, the 
age difference was reduced by 1 ppt. In sensitivity analyses, we also control for method (web or tel-
ephone interview) because web interviews led to lower satisfaction scores. This affects all domain sat-
isfactions but not our conclusions. Age differences are particularly reduced with regard to satisfaction 
with housing (by 4 ppt compared to M1 and 2 ppt compared to M10) and social contacts (by 3 and 2 ppt, 
respectively).
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for young women, decreasing satisfaction with social life is decisive whereas for 
young men, worsening satisfaction with economic aspects matter most. The higher 
satisfaction of senior singles in all observed domain satisfactions is reflected in 
higher satisfaction with life as a whole. As differences in socioeconomic character-
istics (e.g., income) and living environment (i.e., dwelling size, city area) contribute 
most to explain age differentials in domain satisfactions, it is also not surprising that 
satisfaction with housing and finances are central to the difference between single 
households in life satisfaction.

Discussion

Even though living arrangements became noticeably diverse in the past decades, liv-
ing alone is sometimes still subject to stereotypes (Goff, 2019; Greitemeyer, 2009; 
Kislev, 2019). However, especially psychological research tells us that popular and 
scientific images of singles suffer from oversimplification (cf. Adamczyk, 2016; 
Boon, 2016; Fisher et al., 2021; Girme et al., 2016; Park et al., 2023). They empha-
sise that it is “extremely important” to present reliable findings of scientific research 
(Adamczyk, 2021: 163), and that comparisons across several life domains are neces-
sary to understand the SWB of the heterogeneous group of those living alone (Ta 
et al., 2017). Our study contributes to the literature in multiple ways. First, we com-
plemented the limited literature on well-being of singles in the urban context. In the 
light of urban specifics, Vienna is an interesting case study to examine the increas-
ing heterogeneity of single households and well-being differentials within the group 
of living-alone individuals. Therefore, we used a unique and large representative 
dataset. Second, we painted a realistic and accurate picture of the SWB of single 
households in the city by considering different life domains and their association 
with general life satisfaction. Third, going beyond previous research, we examined 
dynamics of SWB among single households over almost a quarter of a century.

Our findings demonstrate that, when looking at trends in SWB among persons 
living alone, it is highly relevant to consider the increasing heterogeneity of sin-
gle households. The changing composition of single households in modern socie-
ties entails diversified levels and trends of SWB. We found that the SWB of senior 
individuals (aged 60+) has clearly improved, due to both increases in economic and 
social well-being. On the flipside, the group of young singles in Vienna experienced 
losses in social well-being as well as with regard to their labour market and hous-
ing situation. Consistent with our expectations and previous research in this field 
(Forward et al., 2021; Sandström & Karlsson, 2019), differences in socioeconomic 
background (e.g., income, available living space, or city area of residence) account 
for disadvantages of young people in many life domains. Financial restrictions, 
for instance, partly also explain lower satisfaction with social contacts or leisure 
activities.

From a broader perspective, our study suggests that greater individual freedom 
by living alone or the further spread of single households have not generally led to 
increasing levels of SWB among those who are living alone. Furthermore, our results 
emphasized the great importance of both the individual as well as the societal context 
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(Adamczyk, 2021; Esteve et al., 2020; Luhmann & Hawkley, 2016; Ta et al., 2017). In 
particular, our results point to the conclusion that young people in single households 
in Vienna have become less satisfied due to increasing flexibility and insecurity on 
the labour market and the housing market (Fritsch et al., 2020; Riederer et al., 2021b). 
In contrast to developments of economic well-being, it may be surprising that senior 
individuals who live alone are better off in terms of social well-being than young indi-
viduals who live alone. But research has repeatedly shown that problems often associ-
ated with senior singles are relevant to the youth as well (e.g., loneliness; cf. Hämmig, 
2019; Luhmann & Hawkley, 2016). Furthermore, seniors who are healthier nowadays 
than in the past may also share more quality time with remaining peers and family and 
may be more active in their leisure time (Fisher et al., 2021; Sanderson & Scherbov, 
2015). Nevertheless, the observed decrease in social well-being among young Vien-
nese women (below age 30) remains somewhat puzzling. Future research is needed to 
fully explain this development. At this point, we can only speculate that multiple pres-
sures on solo-living young women may have contributed to this finding. Psychological 
research offers potential explanations: For instance, the trend of emerging social media 
(Blachino & Przepiorka, 2018; Frison & Eggermont, 2016) or societal expectations 
regarding professional careers and parenthood (Koropeckyj-Cox et al., 2007; Wilkinson 
& Rouse, 2022) could have increased social pressure, in particular for young women.

Our study is limited by using cross-sectional data of single households in one 
European city. First, there is an obvious need for panel studies allowing for causal 
inferences to examine effects of living alone on several dimensions on SWB. For 
instance, our results consistently indicate that differences in objective material cir-
cumstances are responsible for age differentials in satisfaction with housing or the 
financial situation. Yet, we cannot (and do not want to) rule out adaption effects and 
thus smaller goal-achievement gaps among senior people who live alone (Argyle, 
2001; Lopez Ulloa et al., 2013). Second, our analyses refer to the specific case of 
Vienna. Thus, elevated or lower levels of subjective well-being do not necessarily 
have to be found in other societal contexts. Nevertheless, our research clearly dem-
onstrates that the social and economic context is highly relevant to explain differ-
entials in SWB of single households. From a societal perspective, it is important 
to emphasize that, as in previous studies on singles, existing stereotypes have not 
been supported by our findings (e.g., Greitemeyer, 2009; Hradil, 2003). To put it 
pointedly: If any generalized pictures about singles are possible at all, it would make 
more sense to replace the clichéd images of the “young, reckless, and happy male 
single” and the “lonely, poor, and dissatisfied old lady” by those of unhappy young 
and happy senior singles. In general, we showed that it is worth to analyse the SWB 
of single households in more detail to account for the great dynamics within this 
demographic group in past decades.
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